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President Carlos Menem troubled by corruption scandals
Although President Menem was re-elected handily in 1995, frustration at the persistent
unemployment rate that tops 17%, plus ongoing corruption scandals, have brought the oncepopular president the dubious distinction of holding the lowest approval rating of any Latin
American president (see NotiSur, 05/19/95 and 07/14/95). Polls show Menem's approval rating at
about 18%, up slightly from the rock-bottom 13% approval reported in February.
Contributing to the decline in Menem's support is a controversy regarding his "retirement" estate
in his home state of La Rioja, which includes an elaborate air strip, a tennis court, and a swimming
pool. Two legislators and a lawyer from the opposition Union Civica Radical (UCR) are investigating
whether Menem has usurped state-owned land in Anillaco, the town of 800 where his home is
being built, for the runway and his retreat. They are also looking into who financed the runway.
"It an offense that Menem has done all this in Anillaco at a time when the country isn't doing well
economically," said Daniel Cohan, a UCR official.
In addition, Menem's relationship with Alfredo Yabran, an enormously wealthy and influential
businessman, has been called into question. Former finance minister Domingo Cavallo, whose
accusations of "mafias" in the government led to his ouster last July, has bitterly denounced Yabran
and his relationship with the Menem administration (see NotiSur, 09/08/95 and 08/02/96).
Cavallo said his questioning of the government's preferential treatment for projects that benefitted
Yabran precipitated Menem's request for his resignation. Cavallo has also implied that Yabran is
somehow involved in the assassination of investigative journalist Jose Luis Cabezas in late January.
A proposal was introduced in Congress to authorize an "anti-mafia" investigation into the activities
of Yabran, but deputies from the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) blocked the measure
on April 2.

Divisions in governing party continue
Leaders of the PJ have had little success in smoothing over internal differences in anticipation of the
Oct. 26 legislative elections to renew half of the 257-seat Chamber of Deputies. The PJ has a narrow
majority in the lower house, which it could easily lose in the October elections. At a meeting of the
party leadership in January, Menem warned that those who "betrayed" the PJ by going against
the party's mainstream would be responsible if the party loses its majority. Among other things,
government economic and social policies have divided the party into factions.
Rivalries within the PJ for the nomination as the party's candidate for the 1999 presidential elections
have also taken their toll. The governor of Buenos Aires, Eduardo Duhalde, is the front runner for
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the party nomination, if Menem's backers do not succeed in passing a constitutional amendment
to allow him to run for a third term. Menem's statements regarding a possible third term have left
the door open to supporters of his "re-re-election." However, both Duhalde and Menem were hurt
politically by the murder of journalist Cabezas. Menem has had ongoing rows with the press during
his presidency, and the murder occurred uncomfortably close to Duhalde's summer home, almost
within sight of his guards. The reporter was known to be investigating a group of Buenos Aires
police officers linked with serious crime.
Duhalde, whose province is home to 40% of the nation's population, controls 37 of the 130 seats
held by the PJ in the Chamber of Deputies. Menem can only count on 20 unwavering supporters.
Duhalde also has the support of many unions that, until recently, were solidly behind Menem, but
withdrew their backing to protest Menem's proposed labor reforms (see NotiSur, 10/04/96 and
02/07/97).
On March 5, Menem and Duhalde agreed to set aside their differences until the October elections,
but that agreement was short-lived. Political observers point out that the infighting in the PJ comes
just when the party should be closing ranks to prepare for the elections. "I think it is going to be
a very complicated year politically with very limited progress in implementing reforms," said
economist Pedro Lacoste.

FREPASO candidacy for Senate worries some politicians
Efforts by the two major opposition parties the Union Civica Radical (UCR) and the Frente del
Pais Solidario (FREPASO) to join forces in the October elections seem unlikely to succeed. In
early March, FREPASO Sen. Graciela Fernandez Meijide, who represents the city of Buenos Aires,
announced she would give up her Senate seat to head the FREPASO slate of legislative candidates
for Buenos Aires province.
Party leaders said this would put their strongest possible contender against the political forces of
Gov. Duhalde in what is considered a PJ stronghold. Fernandez Meijide's decision shook Argentine
politicians and sent leaders of both the PJ and the UCR strategizing to avoid a humiliating defeat at
the polls. "It is inconceivable, but Peronism could lose in the province of Buenos Aires, which it has
considered its impregnable fortress," said political analyst James Neilson. "That is a possibility that
no one can afford to dismiss and a reality that has transformed the political map of the country."
Fernandez Meijide gained public prominence through her humanitarian activities as the mother
of a child who was "disappeared" during the "dirty war" waged by the military dictators between
1976 and 1983. She was elected to the Senate from the city of Buenos Aires and presided over the
1995 assembly that drafted the first constitution for the city, making her one of the top leaders within
FREPASO. The party is confident that Fernandez Meijide can expand its base of support beyond the
metropolitan area to the province. However, the strategy is risky since Duhalde's faction of the PJ
has never lost an election in the province and has played a major role in delivering the PJ's national
victories in recent years.
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Former finance minister Domingo Cavallo eyes the presidency
On March 23, former finance minister Domingo Cavallo announced that he will run for Congress in
October as a stepping stone to a presidential bid in 1999. As economy minister, Cavallo was credited
with drastically reducing hyperinflation, but his belt-tightening fiscal policies are blamed for recordhigh unemployment and poverty. Cavallo's outspoken criticism of corruption within the Menem
administration coupled with nationwide demonstrations protesting his draconian free-market
policies eventually led to his ouster last July.
Cavallo lost his next job as economic adviser to Ecuadoran president Abdala Bucaram when the
Ecuadoran Congress removed the president for mental incompetence (see NotiSur, 02/07/97). As
president, "my idea is to continue the institutional reforms...but with the courage to face corruption
and to transform the areas of health, education, justice and security," Cavallo said. "I represent
continuity of the model but without corruption." [Sources: Spanish news service EFE, 01/26/97,
03/03/97, 03/09/97; Inter Press Service, 01/18/97, 03/20/97; Reuter, 01/18/97, 02/23/97, 02/26/97,
03/03-05/97, 03/14/97, 03/17/97, 03/23/97; Agence France-Presse, 03/23/97; Clarin (Argentina),
03/05/97, 04/02/97]
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